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D esigner and artist Ollie Palmer inter
viewed by Katya Ganyushina. 

Katya Ganyushina: It seems like a lot of 
your inspiration comes from nature, when 
did it start? 

Ollie Palmer: I've always had an interest in 
nature, from a very early age. I've also had an 
insatiable urge to travel, so when I was fifteen 
I sta1ted working a lot of odd jobs-amongst 
other things, cleaning, selling hot dogs, put
ting up large inflatable structures and fixing 
televisions. By the time I was eighteen, I'd 
saved up enough money that I could afford to 
take myself around the world. 

Whilst in South Ametica, I spent some time 
living in the deepest Amazon, away from 
roads, telephones, money, and all of the 
things I was used to back home. Because of 
the extreme environment, you have to start 
living in sync with, rather than against , na
ture. You fall into th e rhythm of the place, 
and start noticing the interdependencies of 
natural systems. I spent days just observing 
my surroundings, seeing how one thing af
fects another and in turn another. Some of 
the most beautiful things in life can be found 
through the physics of waves or clouds. I 
guess it's gone on to influence my work, in 
things like the Ant Ballet, where it's a direct 
study of and interference with natural sys
telllS. 

There's so much poetry in nature. 

This is what fascinated you in the Reactive 
Vertebrae, the simplicity, intuitiveness of 
movements in nature? 

Yes. That's an investigation into nature-

0 JIJIH IlaJIMep, AH3rumep, xyAO)KHHK: 
HHTepablO KaTe faHlOlllHHOH. 

KamR. raH.JOWUHU: Ecmb OU(YUjetwe, ttmo 
me6.R o>teHb aooxHOBilRem npupooa, c 'teeo 
:)ITIO Hatta/lOCb? 

0 JIJIH IlftJil\te p : IlpHpOAa HHTepecoaaJia 
MeHH c paHHero B03pacTa. H acerAa HCIIbiTbi
aaJI HenpeOAOJIHMYlO TJiry K nyTellleCTBHJIM, 
ll03TOMY B llHTHaAIJ;aTb JieT H Hat.IaJI pa6o
TaTb, AeJiaJJ Macey scero: H zyaJieTbi tJHCTHJI, 
H XOT-AOrH npOAaBaJI, H HaAYBHbie KOHCTpyK
D;HH ycraHaBJIHBaJI, H TeJieBH30pbi qHHHJI. K 
BOCeMHaAIJ;aTH CKOllHJI AOCTaTOtJHO, tJT06bi 
coaepmHTb KpyrocaeTaoe IIyTemeCTBHe. 

IlyrewecTBYSI no IOmHoii AMepHKe, SI He
KoTopoe apeMJt :>KHJJ a A:>KYHrJIJIX AMa3oH
KH, rAe HeT HH AOpOr, HH TeJie<l>oHOB, HH 
AeHer-HH~Iero, K tteMY 11 npHBhiK. B TaKoH 
3KCTPeMaJibHOH cpeAe Tbl BOJieH-HeBOJieH 
BbiHYJKAeH cyrn;eCTBOBaTb B COrJiaCHH C npH
POAOH: Ha'-IHHaeWb 'JYBCTBOBaTb pHTM MecTa 
H 3aMetJaTb B3aHMOCBJ13H llpHpOAHbJX CH
CTeM. JI u;eJibiMH AHHMH CJieAHJI 3a OKpy>Ka
lOID;eH cpeAOH H TeM, I<aK B HeH rrpoHCXOAHT 
B3aHMOAeHCTBHe pa3JIH\IHbiX 3JieMeHTOB. 
Hei<oTopbre caMbie I<pacHB&re aern;H MO>KHO 
YBHA8Tb, Ha61I10AaJI o6pa30BaHHe BOJIH HJIH 
061IaKOB. ,UyMaiO, STO H OK838JIO BJIIiJIHHe H8 

MeHJI KaK xyAO:>KHHKa: HanpHMep, npoei<T 
Ant Ballet (MypaabUH.bni 6a11em) HerrocpeA
CTBeHHO CBH3aH C H3ytieHHeM B3aHMOilpO
HHKHOBeHIDI llpHpOAHbiX CHCTeM. 

B rrp:KJ>OAe MHoro noa3HH. 

8mo- npocmoma u uH.myumuaH.ocmb 
oau:»ceHu.R a npupooe- npua/leKIIO me6R. u 
6 pa6ome Hao opyeuM npoeKmOM} Reactive 
Ve1t ebrae (PearHpyrorn;He no3BOHKH)? 
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inspired articulated joint systems. 

I st art·ed out looking at t raditional m echani

cal joints, wh ich are usually very sp ecified 

and calculat ed. When we [designers] d esign 

mechanical objects, we normally specify ex

actly where a r ot ational axis is going to be 

and put a pin into it. You know exactly wh ere 

som et hing is going to rotate and exactly how 

much stress it can take. Natural systems seem 

to work kind of almost intuitively. Joints are 

often under-specified, with no 'axis' which al

lows a great amount of dexterity, variabililty 

and expression. 

So Reactive Ve1·tebrae is just an explorat ion 

of not specifying exactly where pivot s are

and allowing the m aterial itself to decide . 

It's just the first st age of an ongoing inves

tigation I can see carrying on for a lot more 

time- there's a lot more I'd love to do with 

th e project. 
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,Ua. 9TOT rrpoeKT-HCCJie~OBaHHe WapHHp
HblX MeXaHH3MOB-B~OXHOBJieH MeTO~aMH 

coe~HHeHHH: B npHpo~e. 

5I Hat.raJI C H3y<IeHHR Tpa~H~HOHHbiX Me

XaHH"<IeCKHX COe~HHeHHH. 06bi'IHO OHH B 
3Ha'IHTeJibHOH CTeneHH npOC'IHTaHbl. Ilpo

eKTHpyR KaKOH-JIH6o MeXaHH3M, ~H3aHHep 
Bbi'IHCJIHeT paCTIOJIOJKeHHe OCH Bpa~eHHH, 

Ha MeCTe KOTOpOH 6y~eT HaXO~HTbCH: COe~H
HHTeJibHbiH CTepJKeHb, 'IT06bi TO'IHO 3HaTb, 

r~e 6y~eT npOHCXO~HTb Bpam;eHHe H KaKaJI 

Harpy3Ka BbinaAeT Ha Ka)K~biH H3 :meMeH
TOB. IlpHpO~Hbie MeXaHH3Mbl CO"<IJieHeHHH, B 
CBOIO O'lepe~b, <J.>yH~HOHHpYIQT npaKTHt.Ie

CKH HHT)'HTHBHO. 0TCyTCTBHe 3a~aHHOl"O Me
TO~a COe~HHeHHH H CaMOH OCH npH~aiOT HM 
3Hat.IHTeJihHYIO rH6KOCTb, BapHaTHBHOCTb, 

CB060AJ ~BHJKeHHH: . 

TaKHM o6pa3oM, Reactive Vertebrae- scero 
JIHIIIb HCCJie~OBaHHe MeXaHH3MOB, ~BH)KeHHe 

KOTOpbiX onpeAeJIH:eTCH He COeAHHHTeJibHbiM 
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Your project Ant Ballet explores fi·eedom 
and control within a system as well, right? 

Yes, my m aj or interest in this project is 
around cont rol systems. My PhD is about t he 

extent to wh ich free will (or the perception of 
free will) can be manipulated through archi
tecture, and ants work as a metaphor within 

that. 

They [ ants] have a complet ely different mode 
of control th an we do. We are used to hierar

chies, but they use em ergent control mech
anisms. They pass messages to each other 
unilaterally throu gh the colony. They create 

incredible data-rich , dynamic maps on top 
of the environment they're navigating. All 
without a commander, or ant in charge, but 

by a sort of group con sensu s. No sin gle ant 
can see the bigger picture, the layout of th eir 

trails, or the means by which they get food 
and organise themselves. 

My machinery hacks into their natural com
munication protocols, and subverts them so 

that there is a 'master' controller. I've worked 
with scientist s at UCL to synthesise phero
mones, that ants usu ally use to create th eir 

dynamic maps and thus to communicate. And 
now we a re developing a number of t echnolo

gies t o enable us to accurately control entire 
colonies . The next phase includes choreo
graphing a colony to have a balletic dance

but there are a few more ideas that will come 
out within the next few year s. 

This is a part of next phases of the project 
and the last fourth phase is destruction. Why 
do you want to destroy what you have cre
ated? 

The project is, in part an homage to the film 
Phase IV [dir. Saul Bass, 1974]. Th e first few 
phases ar e fairly innocuous, wh ere ant s de

velop telepathic communication abilities, and 
start p laying psychological games with some 
scien tists in the desert. It's all fa irly st andard 

CTepmHeM, a CaMHM MaTepHaJIOM, H3 KOTO
poro cp;eJiaH MeXaHH3M. 8TO, KOHe'-IHO, JIHIDb 

n epBaR cTap;HR 6onee MacniTa6Horo n cCJie
,n;oBaHH.SL Jl 6bi O'!eHb XOTeJI npO,li;OJI)KHTb 

pa60TY B 3TOM HanpaBJieHHH. 

IIpoeKm Ant Ballet maiOICe ucCIIeayem 
aonpocbt cso6oabt u KoHmpo/IR s paMKax 
cucmeMbt, He maK /lu? 

,Ua, MeHR HHTepeCOBaJIH CHCTeMbl KOHTpOJIR. 
Mo.H KaH,n;u,n;aTcKaR ,n;uccepTa~HR nocB.H~eHa 

npo6JieMe BOJieH3'b.HBJieHHH, H B '-IaCTHOCTH 
B03p;eHCTBHIO Ha 
a MypaBbHHbie 

MeTacl>opa. 

Hero apXHTeKTYPhi, 
CHCTeMbi-CBOero pop;a 

Y MypaBbeB KOHTpOJib ocy~eCTBJIReTCR 

cosceM HHatie, Hemenu y JIIOp;eH. Mor 
uepapxuqecKue 

CHCTeMbi, a MypaBbH- He3aBHCHMbie 
MexaHH3Mbi. B KOJIOHHHMypaBbeB coo6w;eHue 

pacnpocrpaliHetcH or o~Iioro I< ~pyroMy, 

B o,n;HocTopoHHeM nopH,n;Ke. OHM co3p;aiOT 
Hesepo.HTI:Iihie ,n;uHaMHtiecKue KapTbi nosepx 
cp e,n;hi, B KOTOpOH OpHeHTHpyiOTCH, KapThi, 

co,n;epmaw;~e 3Ha'-IHTeJihHhiH o6'beM ,n;aHHhiX 
0 p;aHHOH cpep;e. 11 BCe 3TO npOHCXO,li;HT He 
no,n; ynpaBJieHHH cBepxy, a nocpe,n;cTBOM 

HeKoero rpynnosoro 3HaHHR. Hu O,li;HH 

MypaBeH He BH,li;HT BCIO KapTHHY IleJIHKOM, 
3TY HHTepaKTHBHYIO KapTY cpep;bi, H, TaKHM 

o6pa30M, He BJiap;eeT UOJIHOH HHcl>opMa~HeH 
0 TOM, KaK KOJIOHHJI opraHH30BaHa H KaK 
ce6.H o6ecneliHBaeT. 

Co3,n;aHHhLH MHOH MexaHH3M B3JiaMhiBaeT 

HX ecTeCTBeHHYIO CHCTeMy KOMM)'HHKaiiHH 
H BHep;p.HeT HeKHH KOHTpOJIHpyiO~HH 

3JieMeHT. CoBMeCTHO c yt.IeHbiMH H3 UCL 

Mbi CHHTe3HpOBaJIH cl>epOMOH-Be~eCTBO, 

nocp ep;CTBOM KOTOporo MypaBbH C03,ll;aiOT 
HHTep aKTHBHbie KapTbl H, TeM CaMbiM, 

oc~ecTBJI.HIOT o6~eHue. Ce:tiqac Mbi 
pa6oTaeM Hap; C03p;aHHeM TeXHOJIOl'HH, 
KOTOpbieU03BOJIRTHaMCBbiCOKOHTO'IHOCTbiO 

KOHTpOJIHpOBaTb ~eJiyiO KOJIOHHIO MypaBbeB, 
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Ollie Palmer, Stills from Ant 
©Ollie Palmer 
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J1)lJI KOTopoif B ):(aJihHeifmeM nnaHHpyeM 

pa3pa6oTaTb xopeorpa<PHIO H nocraBHTh 

«6aneT». B 6nHmaHmHe ro):(bi xoTenocb 61>1 

oc~ecTBHTb e~e p5~):( H):(eif. 

Bee 3mo o~tepedHbte cmaduii odHoeo npoeK

ma, •temeepmWl ¢a3a Komopoeo npednol!a
eaem yHu•tmo:HCelwe. IlotteMY mbt XO'tewb 

yHwtmo:»cumb mo, 11mo co3aall? 

Ant Ballet- OT'-IaCTH ):(aHb ysameHH$1 ~HJib

MY Phase IV (tJemeepma.R ifjasa, pem. CoJI 

Eacc, 1974). IlepBbie HeCKOJibKO cra;wif B 

HeM BDOJIHe 6e306H):(Hbl: MypaBbH pa3BH

B810T TeJienaTHlleCKHe B03MO)KHOCTH o6~e

HH$1 H H8~111H8JOT HrpaTb B DCHXOJIOfWieCKHe 

Hrpbi c yqeHbiMH. Bee pa3BHBaeTC$1 no npM

Bhi<IHOMY AJI$1 H8yt1HOH cPaHTaCTHKH Cl.\eHa

pHIO BDJIOTb ,1:(0 lleTBepTOH ~a3bl, KOr,ll;a ,ll;Ba 

rnaBHbiX repo$1 YMHpa!OT B n106oBHOM TYMa

He, norpe6eHHble DO):( CMeCbiO H3 MYPaBbeB H 

necKa nocpeAH nyCTbiHH. Pa3B5~3Ka cPHJibMa 

DOKa3aJI8Cb M He HeO):(H03HatiHOH, D03TOM)' H 

CBOIO pa60T)' $1 peillHJI OCTaBHTb He ,!1;0 KOHI.\a 

oope):(eJieHHOH. aTO, B CBOIO oqepe):(b, D03BO

JIHT npoeKT)' HMeTb HeOmH,ll;8HHbiH HCXO,!J;. 

TaJOKe MeHH otreHb 3aHHTepecoaano B3aH

MOOTHOWeHHe MypaBbeB C 3JieKTpHl1eCTBOM: 

cyll.\eCTBYIOT BH):(hi arpeccHBHbiX MypasbeB, 

KOTOpbiX TaK IIpHTHfHBaeT K 3JieKTpH'-Ie

CTBO, 'ITO OHH '18CTO DOfH6810T H3-38 Hero. 

B JOmHhiX mTaTax CIIIA- H3-3a HamecTBH$1 

Myp8BbeB Ha 3JieKTpODO):(CTaHI.\HH-MOryT 

BbiHTH H3 CTp0$1 perHOH8JibHbl e aaponopTbl 

H CHCTeMbl KOHTPO}ljl JJ;OpO)KHOfO ):(BH)K6HH$1, 

a 3JieKTPH'IeCKHe 6y):(KH 38BaJieHbl MepTBbi

MH M)'P8Bb$1MH. J1x BJietJeHHe K CMepTeJib

HOH onacHOCTH npoCTo OIIIeJIOM}ljleT. MHe 

KameTC$1, llHKaCCO CKa3aJI, 'ITO TBOp'leCKHH 

nopbiB HMeeT pa3pYIJIHTeJibHYJ0 cHny. BoT 

H 'leTBepTM <Pa3a Moero npoeKTa 5~8JljleTc$1 

ell.\e He onpe,!J;eJieHHbiM, HO. 

B 3mO.M u .MHoeu.:t dpyeux pa6omax mbL 

'Lacmo ucnollb3yewb MY3btKy epynnbt Lucky 



lltft1=• 
sci-fi stuff until phase IV, where the two main 
protagonists end up dying in a sort of love 
haze with lots of ants and sand in the middle 
of the desert. The actual outcome of the film, 
I feel, is undetermined. So it seemed natural 
to have an undetermined fourth phase within 
my own ant project. It also leaves the door 
open for it to develop in unexpected ways. 

Another fascination I have is with ants and 

electricity. There are a number of invasive ant 
species who are attracted to electricity- so 
much so, that it quite often kills them. There 
are reports of electrical boxes in the southern 
states of the US overflowing with dead ants, 
regional airpo1ts being off-grid for days, and 
traffic systems in turmoil, because of ant in
festations in electrical hubs. Their attraction 
to a lethal force is quite staggering. I think it 
was Picasso who said that the creative urge is 
also a destructive urge, and Phase IV of this 
project will be an as-yet-undetermined d e

struction. 

In the Ant Ballet and your other projects you 
often use the Lucky Dragons music, and 
they kind of share your experimental spirit. 
In a video on Luke Fishbeck's project Make 
A Baby he says, that in a digital era, where 
computer is such an obvious thing, having 

something that makes it seem that the com
pute1· is not controlling everything is prethj 

good. 

First of all, I love Lucky Dragons' music! 
Their approach to creation is great-it's re
ally open, and the way they encourage others 
to use their work is inspiring. 

I'd agree with Luke- it's tempting, especially 
when using computers, to design each output 
very precisely, for a very specific outcome. 
Their approach is refreshing, as they're de
signing the platform for the music to emerge 
from- they work out the process, and invite 
members of the public to become th e inputs 
and mixers and modulators. There's a level 

Dragons. MNe Ka:»cemc.R, 6bt noxo:»cu mReot'i 
1<' 31<'CnepUMeNmamopcm6y. B 6llOeop011llKe 

Make a Baby (Co3oamb,l(umR)JliOK cPuw63K 
(y•tacmHW< epynnbt Lucky Dragons) eo-

6opwn, •uno 6 3py 20CnOOCm6a tjU!fjp06blX 
cucmeM, Koeoa KOMnbiOmep cma11 Neom'b

eM/IeMou •wcmbiO :»cU3Nu, npuRmNo no•ty6-
cm6o6amo, •uno Oa/leKo He 6Ce 6 311lOM Mupe 

KOH11lpOIIUpyemCR UM. 

Bo-nepBbiX, .R: otteHb mo6mo HX MY3btKy! Y 
HHX BeJIHKOJJellHbiH llO~XO,ll; K TBOptteCTBY, 
llO-HaCTO.R:IIJ;eM}' OTKpblTbiH, H TO, l.ITO OHH 

llOO~p.R:IOT CB060~HOe HCllOJib30BaHHe CBO
HX pa60T, OtteHb B~OXHOBJI.R:eT. 

R corJiarnycb c JlroKoM: Kor~a co3~aernb "liTO
TO CBOe, BCer~a eCTb C06Jia3H TOl.IHO cnpo
eKTHpOBaTb KOHe"tiHbiH npo~KT, oco6eHHO 
eCJIH HCllOJib3yemb KOMllbiOTep. 0HH )Ke 
no~xo~HT K Bonpocy no-~pyroMy-npe~Jia
raroT nJiaT¢0pM)' ~JIH C03~aHHH MY3biKH CO
BMeCTHO C ny6JIHKOH, KOTOprur CTaHOBHTCJI 

coaBTopoM n cope~aKTopoM. TaKoH ypoBeHb 
KOHTpoJIJI 'Tpe6yeT onpe.n;eJieHHOH cMeJIOCTH 
OT apTHCTa. 

MHe aTo 6JIH3KO, TaK KaK H TO)Ke cTapaJOcb 
C03)l;aTb He o6'beKT, a CHCTeM}', aJirOpHTM, 
KOTOpbie, B CBOIO Ottepe)l;b, creHepHpyiOT KO
Hel.IHhiH npo.n;yKT. 

B 11160eU pa6ome cmOIIbKO cmpyKmypupo-
6aNUR, nlla1Wp06aNUR, Op2aHU3atjUU- U 

6 mo :»ce 6peMR 6 npo¢u11e Ha Flickr mbt 

npUHOCUUlb U3BUHeHU.R 3Q «YHbl/lblU 6ecno
pROOK». IJpu 31110M 111bl o!fjtttjUQIIbHblU !fjo
moepa!fj Getty Images, a 3Na'lwn Kmo-mo 
ttepe3 3mom 6ecnopROOK npo6u11cR. KaK 

111bt NQXOOUI.llb 6Q/IaNC Me:»coy nopROKOM U 
XaOCOM, nllaHupo6aHUeM U NeonpeOelleNHO

C11lb10 6 C60eU pa6ome tl :>ICU3NU? 

XoTeJIOCb 6bi 3ruiBHTb, ttTo TOttHo 3Haro, l.ITO 
.n;eJiaiO B KmK)l;hiH KOHKpeTHhiH MOMeHT Bpe
MeHH, ao aTo a6coJIIOTHrur Henpas.n;a. MHe 
Ka)KeTCH, B MOeM TBOpl.IeCTBe )l;OBOJihHO 
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of control you h and over, and it takes a bold 
a rtist to be able to do that. 

I think this mode of working is quite similar 
to what I do. You're designing not the object 
itself, but design the system and logic through 
which the outcome emerges. 

In your wor·k you deal so much with struc
tures, planning, organising, but at the same 
time your profile at Flickr apologises for 
'dishear·tened mess' although you'r·e a Getty 
Images contributing photographer, which 
means someone got through this mess. How 
do you find that balance between order and 
chaos, planned and unpredictable in your 
art and life? 

I would love to say I know what I'm doing 
at every moment of the time, but it's abso
lutely opposite of the truth. I think quite a 
lot of my p ractice is quite chaotic. There's an 
overall direction at one end, and there is a lot 

of attention to detail a t the other, but in the 
middle it's this general kind of conglomerate 
mess, and I think the Flickr is kind of very 
much a s ummary of that. 

I think life is also very much the same. There 
are certain stages where you know exactly 
what's happening and how long it will last for, 
and other times when you're in flux, work
ing b etween five diffe rent projects, not sure 
which is going to be the most significant, and 
something seemingly insignificant will sud
denly develop into a huge part of your being. 
There's so much randomness to life, and you 
can only ever plan th e framework you operate 
within, rather than the actual components. 

Like in the Ant Ballet, Phase IV is undeter
mined. 

Yes. • by KATYA GANVUSHINA 
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MHoro xaoca. Cyru;eCTsyeT ,ABa 3KCTpeMaJlb
HbiX COCTOJIHH . .R: BH,AeHHe l'JI06aJibHOH Kap
THHbl H BRHMaHHe K AeTaJIRM. A nocepeAH
He- TaKM 6ecnop11,AO'IHM CMeCb, KOTOpyro 
npocpHJib Ha Flickr B KaKOM-TO CMbiCJie pe-
3lOMHpyeT. 

MHorAa Tbl ~reTKO noHHMaemb, l:ITO npoHc
XOAHT H CKOJibKO BpeMeHH 3TO npOAJIHTCJI, 

a HHOf.U8 CymeCTByeUib B K8KOM-TO llOTOKe 
H3 llRTH p a3HblX npoeKTOB, He npeACTaBJIJijl1 

KaKOH H3 HHX BblCTpeJIHT. liTO-TO COBepmeH
HO He3Ha'I1HT6JibHOe MO.:>KeT BHe3aOHO o6ep
HYfbCR BIDKHOH •mcTblO pa6oTbi. B .:>KH3HH 
CTOJibKO HenpeACKa3yeMOl'O, H BCe, '11TO Tbl 
MO.:>K6llib, STO 11JI8HHpOBaTb KaKH6-TO OCHOB
Hble Belli;H, HO He KOHKpeTHbie HlOaHCbl. 

l1HbtMu CII06aMu, KaK u a Ant Ballet, 
KOHe•tHaR ifja3a He onpeOelleHa? 

,[(a. • KATSI fAHIOWI1HA 


